The ESRC International Centre for Language
and Communicative Development

What’s the difference between
2-year-olds and 3-year-olds?

Dr. Anna Theakston
Co-Director LuCiD Centre

University of Manchester

STOCKPORT CONSORTIUM OF NURSERY SCHOOLS
ANNUAL CONFERENCE 2016 u Follow us @LuCiD_Centre



The ‘Manchester corpus’
project

— 12 children followed from approx. age 2 —age 3

— Recorded in home environment for 1hr/week

— Recordings transcribed for child and caregiver language

— Analyses of patterns of acquisition

Theakston et al., 2001




Developmental changes in language

Language at 2 years

Language at 3 years




Key developments from 2 to 3 years

Clearer pronunciation

Larger more varied vocabulary

Use of ‘function” words, not just content
Longer sentences

More complex grammatical constructions
Asking variety of questions

Greater flexibility



Overview

1. Putting sentences together

— How do utterances become more
complex?

2. Grammatical errors

— What kinds of errors occur,
when, and why?

The More | Thmf[ '. i
. The More Confused {CE,



“] didn’t do it. Nobody saw me do it.
You can’t prove anything”

3. | know what you know!

— Choosing what to say based on
shared information

THAT WASNT;REALLY
AN AIRPLANE

v

4. Comprehension vs. production

— Do children know more than they
can tell you?




1. Putting sentences together

e Most two-year-olds are beginning to combine words
into short sentences, but still use lots of single word
utterances

— There duck; Get down (Aran age 2)
— My book; Liz draw (Liz age 2)

e By three years of age, sentences are longer & more
complex
— ... because | put the thing on him and it hurts him

— I’'m trying to get the plughole out (Aran age 3)
— It doesn’t go yet, does it?
— I not going to build a tower. (Liz age 3)

Examples from the Manchester corpus, Theakston et al., 2001




Learning from the ends of utterances

* |In Psychology, there are well known ‘primacy’ and
‘recency’ effects on memory

— We remember what we experienced first and most
recently, but tend to forget a lot from the middle (except
the cuddly toy!)...

e |slearning language the
same?

e Computer models show us
that children may initially
learn from the ends of
sentences (Freudenthal et al., 2007)




What happens if children only register

the beginnings/ends of utterances?
(™

e Daddy [will really] like that

e | [want to] go now

e [Please let] me do it

e [Where’s] rabbit hiding?

e [Perhaps it’s] Mummy singing
 [He] can’t find it




How do children build complexity?

e Repetition: around half of the utterances mothers
address to their 2-3yr old children

ARE YOU GOING

— begin with one of 17 words hTo GOANII_)
e.g. What, that, it, you, I, is, shall... ~-Nave your sieep

— begin with a high frequency combination
of words e.g. It’s a..., Can you ..., Let’s ...,
Here’s a ..., Look at..., What did...?, Are you...?

e |sthere repetition in what children say too?

Cameron-Faulkner et al., 2001




and my breakdown

truck

at Nicola's (I) Can't
Verb/Action

bring these o

bye man

can't go in there g0 away

can't play wit

can't sit the

chop things up

come in my house ello Sarah

come in my hut | got my slippers on

come in my own house | got one

come my house | got some more

don't like me | put Dan_dog away

don't want it | can't

don't want write ideas
don't want write my

I can't go back

ideas I can't ring Maxine
down there | don't know

| don't want play with
eating Nicola up Mummy

| don't want that | want go get down it's mine
| go be lost | want my phone it's mine's
| want one Nicola's
| go get lost puppys it's no
| goin hut | want sit on my horse it's not
| got cold it's not friend of mine

| just wipe my pe
hand too late

got some writing on

I Verb/Action

not

| not call it Dan_dog last week
a naughty boy's
| play these games done that Maxine out
| play with Mummy it does works Maxine shop

Maxine's out

it don't work

| play with my tractor

house me hiding my tractor
| put it awa Mummy come my house
my breakdown truck and
| put my note my tractor
| stand up my dump truck
it's a big one in my
| think so house my house
| throw it away it's a man my house down there .
| want get on the back it's lock my spanner's in here .



How do children’s utterances build on
what they have previously said?

(Lieven et al, 2009)

e Study of four children for 6 weeks at 2 years old (one child
followed until 3yrs).

 Recorded for 5 hours/week.
e All utterances on last recording of 6 weeks noted.

e All previous recordings searched for ‘closest” match.

Utterance on last recording Previous utterance Change required
| got the butter | got the door substitution
| closed the door | got the door substitution

It’s burning here It’s burning addition



Proportion of total
utterances

At 2 years of age:
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One substitution or addition

Exact Repeat

Child 1 Child 2 Child 3 Child 4

e 60-80% of children’s utterances at 2;0 are exact repeats
of what they have said before, or differ from something
said before by only one substitution/addition

By 3 years of age, and with increasing language ability:

e Fewer exact repetitions, & more varied types of
substitutions (e.g. fewer object names, more actions,

descriptives)



2. Common language errors
emerging between 2-3 years

Yesterday
he... weared
his wellies

Me have a
nut because
my bigger!




Why do errors happen?

e Children are

— learning incomplete chunks from sentences (e.g.
What + Daddy’s doing...

— extracting regularities (e.g. past tense forms end in
/d/ or /t/ sound -> wear+ed)

— being creative with their limited resources to convey
their intended message (e.g. No fit in da box, Brian
age 2%)

— Using high frequency forms in the wrong context
(e.g. They is hurting him they are’ Aran age 3)



3. | know what you know

e Perceptual availability: what someone else can

see
~
ADULT Where’s the other
toy, can you glve it to
_J
H N

2-year-olds can infer
CHILD which toy intended

OBJECT 1

(Moll & Tomasello, 2006)



Are children sensitive to what has been
seen before in their choice of language?

(Matthews et al., 2006)

e Tested 2 & 3 year olds

 Watched videos of characters carrying out actlons e.g.
a witch eating, a fairy dancing.

e Two conditions:

— Adult can see (sits with child to watch video)
— Adult can’t see (sits behind screen while child watches video)




 Child asked to describe what they saw
— What happened/What did you see?

* How informative is the child in revealing which
character was involved?

— The fairy was dancing
— The fairy

— She was dancing
— Dancing

e Latter only appropriate if adult saw the video



0.9 -
0.8 -
0.7 -
0.6 -
0.5 -
0.4 -
0.3 -
0.2 -
0.1 1

How often do children name the
character?

e 2-year-olds don’t differentiate
between adult who has shared
knowledge of the video and one
who does not.

e 3-year-olds perform better, using
more ‘The fairy’ responses when
the adult did not see the video

CAN SEE
CAN’T SEE

CAN SEE
CAN’T SEE

2 yrs 3yrs
% ‘THE FAIRY’ responses




Are children sensitive to what has
been said before?

Child watches video with Adult 1.

Adult 2 on other side of room.

Adult 1 “whispers” name of character involved in action

Two conditions:

— Adult 2 overhears “Was that the clown? What happened?”

— Adult 2 doesn’t overhear “That sounds like fun, what
happened?”



How often do children name the
character?

0.9 4
0.2 4
0.7 4
0.a 4
0.5 4
0.4 4
0.3 4
0.2 4
0.1 4

Ll
=
<
2
o
2

NO NAME
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% ‘THE CLOWN'’ responses

2-year-olds and 3-year-olds use
more naming responses (The
clown) when the adult asking the
qguestion has NOT used the name
before.




4. Understanding Word Order

 Understanding Word order is
critical to understanding who
did what to whom in English

Dog bites man
Versus

Man bites dog!




What do children know?

“The teddy is glorping the frog”

Experimenter records “looking time” or ‘point’ to each screen



From around 21 months, children perform well on this task

Gertner et al., 2006




What about language production?

Look, this is called meeking. What’s
happening here?

2-year-olds typically at chance in
whether they get the order of
participants correct

Teddy’s meeking Frog vs.

Frog’s meeking Teddy

By 3yrs, children can correctly order

participants in sentence (Akhtar &
Tomasello, 1997)

At 2 years, children can use sentence structure to interpret
events, but they can’t necessarily find the right combinations
of words to describe them



Summary

e Two year olds:
— Begin with shorter parts of sentences

— Build complexity by repeating and slightly changing
what they’ve said before

— Make relatively few errors increasing towards 3yrs

— Only understand the basics of mapping what others
know to how to talk about things informatively

— Understand more than they can say themselves




Summary cont.

 Three year olds:

Have larger prefabricated chunks of language

Can use these chunks to process more of the longer sentences
they hear

Make a variety of errors giving us insights into how they are
learning language

Are getting better at mapping choice of language onto their
understanding of what other people know

Also know more than they can tell you in language — but they
may start to use more co-speech gestures
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Thank you for listening.
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— Any guestions?
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My mistake

language, children, 1 = b

in this series, Projieosr folion hy ‘clever mistakes” are ofte of progress

Find out more via our series of articles
in Nursery World magazine, available
at:
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